Calls for the expansion of ethics education in the business and accounting curricula have resulted in a variety of interventions including additional material on ethical cases, the code of conduct, and the development of new courses devoted to ethical development [Lampe, J.: 1996]. The issue of whether ethics should be taught has been addressed by many authors [see for example: Hanson, K. O.G. M. and G. D. Donleavy: 1995]. The question addressed in this paper is not whether ethics should be taught but whether accounting students can reason more ethically after an intervention based on a discrete and dedicated course on accounting ethics. The findings in this paper indicate that a discrete intervention emphasising dilemma discussion has a positive and significant effect on students' moral reasoning and development. The data collected from interviews suggest that the salient influences on moral judgement development include: learning theories of ethics particularly Kohlberg's theory of cognitive moral reasoning and development; peer learning; and moral discourse. The implications from the findings in this study suggest that moral reasoning is responsive to particular types of ethics intervention and educators should carefully plan their attempts to foster moral judgement development.
Introduction
During the 1980s the accounting profession suffered a series of setbacks with the financial collapse of business firms whose financial statements received ''clean'' opinions from their auditors. Critics claim that the audits performed in these cases were not sufficiently reliable to indicate to the recipients of the audited financial information that the firms were experiencing significant financial difficulties (Ashkanasy and Windsor, 1997; Giacomino, 1992; Ponemon, 1995) . Two decades later a new wave of corporate scandals erupted: HIH and Harris Scarfe in Australia, Enron and Worldcom in the US, and Parmalat in Europe. Such scandals have again questioned the business and accounting practices of these firms and the role played by their auditors. The implication for auditors is that they are not performing their tasks to the level expected of professional accountants. Yet, the technical competence of professional accountants is rarely questioned, rather, critics claim a breakdown in the ethical standard and behaviour of accountants (Gaa, 1994) .
Failed companies such as those listed above fostered a culture of aggressive accounting and are now infamous for engaging in complex creative accounting practices that deliberately obscure their true financial position and performance. Unfortunately, the collapse of such companies has a domino affect that taints the reputation of the entire profession. In the case of Enron, it led to the demise of Enron's accountants, Arthur Andersen, who subsequently collapsed in their own scandal. The effect on the profession is considered by some to be so severe that the profession may be facing a credibility crisis (Earley and Kelly, 2004) . Respective governments have responded to the recent spate of corporate collapses with financial regulatory reforms. However, in addition to such reforms, proponents of ethics education are calling for the enrichment ethics in accounting education to restore the credibility of the profession (McPhail, 2001) .
Despite claims of increasing ethics education in the business and accounting curricula (Cohen and Pant, 1989; Dellaportas and Leung, 2001; Engle and Elam, 1985; Hoffman and Moore, 1982; Karnes and Sterner, 1988; McNair and Milam, 1993) , curriculum change is evolutionary rather than revolutionary (Pizzolatto and Bevill, 1996) . In accounting, ethics is commonly taught in auditing courses, and is often code-bound and concerned with rule-conformance rather than the underlying ethical issues (Cooke et al., 1987 (Cooke et al., -1988 Kerr and Smith 1995; Langenderfer and Rockness, 1989; Puxty et al., 1994; Wyer, 1987) . Therefore, recurring evidence of unethical judgements and fraudulent financial reporting may not be surprising when accounting ethics is not covered in any significant way in most institutions of higher learning (Armstrong and Mintz, 1989; Cohen and Pant, 1989; Cooke et al., 1987 Cooke et al., -1988 . The question addressed in this paper is not whether ethics should be taught but whether such interventions are effective. The purpose of this paper is to determine the effect on students' moral reasoning and development from an intervention based on a discrete course dedicated to accounting ethics education.
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The next section examines Kohlberg's (1969) theory of cognitive moral reasoning and development (CMD) and empirical evidence in accounting ethics education research. The third section presents the hypothesis, describes the data collection process, the method of data analysis, the accounting ethics course under investigation, and the sample. The fourth section presents the results of the data analysis followed a discussion in the fifth section of the potential salient factors influencing the results.
Literature review

Moral reasoning theory and education
Empirical studies in ethics research are founded on the psychological model developed by Kohlberg (1969) , which posits that a person's moral judgement develops over time through a series of six stages, where movement to the next stage is dependent on the person's belief system (see Table I for an outline of the six stages of moral development). Kohlberg's (1969) theory of cognitive moral reasoning and development (CMD) centres on a person's ethical beliefs and how a person's belief system controls the resolution of ethical conflict. According to Kohlberg (1969) , ''justice'' is the criterion that raises one stage of moral reasoning above another with higher stages of moral reasoning offering more equitable solutions to moral dilemmas. Kohlberg's (1969) theory of CMD is extensively addressed in many articles (see for example: Huss and Patterson, 1993; Icerman et al., 1991; Lovell, 1995; Ponemon and Glazer, 1990; Ponemon and Gabhart, 1994) and will not be given undue consideration in this paper. In brief however, the six stages of moral development proceed from self-orientated thinking to an abstract principled orientation. Each successive stage of moral development represents a higher level of reasoning regarding the definition and nature of right and wrong and is indicative of a person's ability to reason more ethically. Lower stages of moral reasoning involve simple concepts of punishment, rewards and relationships with others (family and peers) whereas 
